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Bureau of Labor Statistics
The Bureau of Labor Statistics is the main agency of the U.S. government for the collection,
analysis, and discussion of statistical data about labor economics. It was established in 1884 by
the U.S. Congress and merged in 1913 with the newly created Department of Labor, which is today
its parent organization. From its inception, the bureau collected information about the earnings and
working conditions of Americans; it even mediated industrial strikes and handled workers'
compensation in its earliest years.
During World War I, a cost-of-living measure was needed to adjust wages in shipyards. That
led to the bureau's creation of the Consumer Price Index (CPI), a benchmark indicator monitoring
monthly changes in prices paid by urban consumers for a representative basket of goods
and services, including taxes and imports. This index is used in the adjustment of wages, Social
Security and pension payments, and federal expenditures and grants to states and local areas. So
important is the CPI that a change of as little as 1 percent would have the effect of triggering
billions of dollars in federal payments.
Other key bureau indicators include: the Producer Price Index (PPI), formerly the Wholesale
Price Index, which measures the average price changes paid by businesses for domestic goods and
services; the Employment Cost Index (ECI), an indicator of total compensation costs, including
nonwage or fringe benefit costs; and the Import Price Index (MPI) and Export Price Index (XPI),
which track changes in the price of nonmilitary goods and services that are traded between the
United States and the world. In addition, the bureau monitors the civilian labor force. Through a
monthly survey of 60,000 households, the bureau tracks those sixteen years of age and older who
are unemployed and actively seeking employment. These data form the basis for generating the
unemployment rate, an important tool in assessing the health of the economy. Data from the
bureau's basic indicators are incorporated in the Handbook of Labor Statistics. Another popular
and widely used bureau source is the Occupational Outlook Handbook, which provides
information on career and working conditions in a range of fields. Among the surveys conducted
by the bureau are the Consumer Expenditure Survey, the National Compensation Survey, and the
newer Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey. Statistical sources include Labor Force
Statistics; Current Employment Statistics; Safety and Health Statistics; and Foreign Labor
Statistics.
The bureau has a worldwide reputation for reliability and statistical accuracy because of the
scrupulous attention it pays to data-gathering methods. It demonstrates a bedrock commitment to
the confidentiality of its respondents and the reporting of findings in aggregate. The purposes of
bureau studies are clearly delineated so that users can understand the scope, strengths, and
limitations of statistical reports and analyses. Standing research advisory councils for business and
labor regularly give input on bureau studies, especially in relation to the needs of its members.
They also facilitate the voluntary reporting of data from firms and individuals. The bureau's
regional information offices encourage interaction with geographic locales for specialized studies
and data input and provide training and technical assistance as needed. An increasing number of
states and municipalities today have agreements to share their data with the bureau; and numerous
federal departments and agencies cooperate as well. International participants also cooperate with
the bureau’s data collection efforts and rely on its expertise. The Bureau of Labor Statistics uses
the latest technology and has made its most requested publication series and detailed statistical
studies, especially on employment, productivity, price indexes, and compensation, easily available

through its Website (www.bls.gov). Users can read, download and reformat reports into
customized tables for use. The U.S. Congress and numerous federal, state, and municipal
government departments and agencies rely on the bureau’s studies as a basis for economic
decisions and the average American directly feels the effects of these decisions in the adjusted
value of the purchasing dollar, changes in the cost of living, and statuary actions affecting benefits.
Janet Butler Munch
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